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A dispute within the Church itself gave him an opportunity.
In 1870 a Church Council at Rome had promulgated the
doctrine of Papal Infallibility—that the Pope is the ultimate
authority on matters of faith and morals. This gave such
offence to some German Catholics that, headed by a famous
theologian named Dollinger, they formed themselves into a
separate sect. These " Old Catholics " were persecuted by
the orthodox clergy and appealed to the Government for
support. Bismarck declared that by the new doctrine the
bishops became the instruments of the most absolute sovereign
in the world, claiming authority over matters which intimately
concerned the civil government. He began by transferring
the inspection of all schools to laymen; the religious orders
were forbidden to teach, while the Jesuits were expelled from
Germany altogether. When the Pope protested, the German
ambassador was withdrawn from the Vatican. Then a series
of laws (known as " The may laws " because they were passed
in the Mays of 1873-1875) placed the clergy and their semin-
aries under State control, required candidates for ordination
to be university graduates, made marriage a civil contract, and
withheld the stipends of all priests who refused to declare their
submission to these regulations. Clergy who actively opposed
were expelled from their benefices and even imprisoned.
Catholics declared that Bismarck was renewing the persecution
of Nero and Diocletian.
Their political resistance was organised by Windthorst, a
great orator and an adroit parliamentary tactician. He organised
a strong Catholic Party in the Reichstag—" the centre " ;
and an ably edited newspaper, " Germania" was founded.
German Catholics were of very mixed types—they included
patriotic imperialists from the Rhine provinces, irreconcilable
Poles and Alsatians, " Separatist" Bavarians ; but Windthorst
managed to focus their religious zeal into an irresistible force.
The Centre Party grew so strong that Bismarck found that he
would not be able to carry on the Government unless he came
to terms with it. The Pope eased his retreat by tacitly accepting

